Introduction
The question of what children eat at school, and how they eat, has attracted increasing attention in the United Kingdom in recent years, and this interest has intensified recently with evidence of rising levels of childhood obesity. In this chapter, we want to contribute to the debate about children and food (and we should emphasise here that we are defining food in its broadest terms from chocolate to sandwiches), reporting on some of the findings from an ethnographic research initiative related to food practices in the school setting. As part of a wider study concerning fatherhood, food and family life, we spent some time talking with children during school dinnertimes, and inviting them to draw and comment on 'dream' and 'nightmare' lunchboxes, during classroom-based arts activities, in order to explore their own ideas about food and eating.
1 These children were aged between nine and eleven: old enough to exercise a degree of autonomy in terms of what they ate, where and how -even if only by discarding or exchanging their lunchbox or dinner tray contents -and yet still firmly held within the gaze of teachers, parents and other caregivers. Envisaging 'dream' and 'nightmare' lunchboxes thus represented a rare opportunity for the children to freely express their ideas.
We begin by outlining our starting points as members of an interdisciplinary research team with common interests in researching children's perspectives on food and family practices. We then go on to discuss two particular aspects of our analysis of children's pictures and accompanying commentaries. First, we explore the ways in which children actively play with and incorporate 'brand' images into their constructions and representations of identity. Second, in explaining their food choices, we show how children mobilise contrasting discourses: some reflecting notions of individual consumer choice and others ascribing strong moral connotations to particular foods. In conclusion, we raise some questions for future consideration arising from these findings.
Starting points
As a team, we draw on backgrounds in sociology, social psychology, psychoanalysis and geography. We share a view of children as social beings who are experts in their own lives, with the capacity to engage actively and critically in research processes, as in other forms of social interaction. At the same time, our perspective draws on psychoanalytic and critical-discursive ideas about the psyche and human interaction. For us, the individual is 'always already social ' (Henriques et al. 1984) and identity needs to be understood as thoroughly social in nature. Identities, in this perspective, are viewed as produced through situated social interaction (e.g., see Wetherell 1998; Frosh et al. 2003; Dryden et al. forthcoming) . Work in ethnomethodology and in discursive psychology has highlighted ways in which identities can be shaped and re-shaped through interaction. From this perspective, therefore, school food practices -of which those associated with the lunchbox and its contents are our particular focus here -offer a route through which to interrogate processes of identity formation and management, and the ways in which these interact with specific contexts in children's lives.
The school lunchbox in children's lives: Themes in recent research
Julian Baggini recently suggested that the English conception of 'the good life' places a heavy emphasis on convenience, and underlined the ubiquity of the 'packed lunch' in this context:
The national dish of England is often said to be chicken tikka masala, but, in fact, the meal most people eat almost every day is the packed lunch. No Soviet-style central state government could impose uniformity more effectively. The core of this meal is a sandwich, preferably filled with some form of cheese or ham, and a packet of crisps ... the health-conscious go for wholemeal bread and may swap
